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THE BIG FOUR OF THURSTON COUNTY 
  

 James S. Hannum, M.D.  

Most people familiar with the history 
of 19th Century California have heard 
of that state’s Big Four. All were mer-

chants who migrated to the Golden 
State from the East during the early 
days of the Gold Rush. Collis P. Hun-
tington, Leland Stanford, Mark Hop-
kins, and Charles Crocker had already 
prospered in the 1860s when they as-
sociated with each other while build-
ing the Central Pacific Railroad. 
  
A few decades later and on a much 
smaller scale, Thurston County also 
had a group of four businessmen who 
were pioneers in constructing rail-
roads within that county. Although 
they were never formally designated as 
the “Big Four,” their achievements 
could well qualify them for that acco-
lade. They were George H. Foster, 

Isaac Chase “Ike” Ellis, Amos Brown, 
and Benjamin Buckman Turner. The 
relationships among them were com-
plex.  
 

GEORGE H. FOSTER 
 
Foster was an Olympia businessman 
who was involved in the construction 
and operation of three Thurston 
County logging railroads. The first was 
tributary to a terminal where logs were 
dumped into Ellis Cove; the second 
was located along Percival Creek; and 
the third interchanged logging cars 

with the Olympia & Chehalis Valley 
Railroad at Bush Prairie. All these 
lines existed in the 1880s.  

 
Foster was born in New Hampshire 
about 1841 and was living with his 
parents, Amos H. and Sarah Foster, in 
Lowell, Massachusetts in 1860.1 That 
year, his future bride, Lydia J. 
Laberee, also resided in Lowell. Lydia 
worked in a mill there, after emigrat-
ing from Compton County, Quebec, 
Canada. By 1870, George had relocat-
ed to Olympia.2 He travelled east and 
married Lydia at Eaton (east of Sher-
brooke), in Compton County on De-
cember 14, 1871.3 The same day, the 
couple departed for Olympia from Len-
noxville, a borough of Sherbrooke. In 
1880, George and Lydia resided in 
Olympia on Main Street (now called 

Capitol Way) between what is now Le-
gion Way and 7th Avenue.4 Lydia 
passed away in 1888 and George then 
married Mamie Henry. That union 
ended in divorce and George H. Foster 
died at Tenino December 8, 1903.5  
 

IKE ELLIS 
 
Ike Ellis was born in Maine in 1832. 
Ellis’ obituary was printed in the June 
9, 1910 Olympia Daily Recorder. It 
notes that he came to Washington 
Territory in 1854 and died at his 
Olympia home at 609 Main Street. “He 
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 logged for the old Yesler mill in Seattle 
and through his logging operations at 
one time owned the townsite of what is 
now West Seattle. . . . Mr. Ellis retired 
from active work in the late 80s and 
invested heavily in Olympia. At a cost 
of $50,000 he built the Lacey race 
track, which proved a heavy financial 
loss. He suffered other financial re-
verses in the 90s along with many 

other Olympians. . . . In the early 
eighties Mr. Ellis was mayor of the 
town of Olympia and served two terms 
as a member of the city council. . . . 
Mr. Ellis is survived by a wife and two 
children. He was married before com-
ing to Olympia, but was divorced from 

his first wife. Twenty-two years ago he 
was married again to Miss Eva 
Toellmer of this city. His daughter, 
Mrs. Cora (J.) Ayers, resides at Plum 
Station and his son, Hiram J. Ellis, is 
in Seattle.”6 

 

AMOS BROWN 
 
Amos Brown was born at Bristol, in 

Grafton County, New Hampshire July 
29, 1833. The September 1899 issue 
of The Washington Historian reports 
that he arrived in Port Gamble, Wash-
ington in 1859 and later moved to 
Olympia. He died in San Francisco on 
April 8, 1899.7  
 
Brown was an early investor in unde-
veloped Seattle real estate, which 
proved to be the basis of his fortune. 
He resided there in 1870.8 He and his 
partners built the old Occidental Hotel 
in that city. By 1880, Brown and his 
family had relocated to Olympia. They 
lived on Main Street (now called Capi-
tol Way) between what now is 5th Ave-
nue and Legion Way. Brown’s occupa-

tion was said to be “logger.”9  
 

BENJAMIN TURNER 
 
Benjamin B. Turner was born Decem-
ber 13, 1840 at Columbia Falls, 
Maine10 and came to Olympia in 1870. 
He was married to Oretta Young. After 
1896, his permanent residence was at 
Woodard Point11 (now part of Thurston 
County’s Woodard Point Park). Turner 
had done some of his early logging 
there, in the area of South Bay, using 
traditional methods. He must have 
been a fairly rough character, for Oret-

Isaac Chase “Ike” Ellis, taken between 
1860 and 1880.  Pho tograph 
C2018.0.10, courtesy of Washington 
State Historical Society.  
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ta sued him for divorce in July 1889.12 
She alleged drunkenness, bad temper, 
and vulgarity. However, the divorce 
was not granted. South Bay: Its Histo-
ry & Its People reports that Turner and 
his wife Retta moved to the area of 
Woodard Bay in 1896, after Turner 
lost everything in the “Panic of 1893.” 
Ben Turner passed away January 22, 
1923.  
 
The business affairs of these four men 

had numerous intersections. Some-
times they worked together harmoni-
ously. At other times, their interests 
diverged and they were competitors. In 
addition, all of them had extensive 
dealings with two large, non-Thurston 
County companies, the Port Blakely 
Mill Company and the Tacoma Mill 
Company. 
 
These relationships will be illustrated 
by examining the roles Foster, Ellis, 

Ben Turner (seated on the far left) at his house on Woodard Bay. Photograph from 
the Ben Turner Collection, 1993-017, courtesy of Lacey Museum.  
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fourth logging line connected to the 
Olympia & Chehalis Valley Railroad at 
Bush Prairie. Last to be described is 
the Black Lake & Sherman Valley 
Railroad. It extended the Percival 
Creek railroad farther southwest, to 
Black Lake.  
 

THE ELLIS COVE TRAM RAILWAY 
 
A map showing the exact course of the 
tram railway, which was used to 
dump logs at Ellis Cove, has not been 
located. Figure 1 is a map drawn by 
the author. It postulates the likely 

Brown, and Turner played in the his-
tory of five separate Thurston County 
logging railroads. The order in which 
these lines will be described is not al-
ways chronological. The first line was 
a tram railway that dumped logs at 
Ellis Cove, where Priest Point Park is 
now located. The second was the 
Olympia & Mount Rainier Railroad, 
which connected Olympia’s East Wa-
terway with Chambers Lake. The third 
railroad, located along Percival Creek, 
linked West Olympia with the region 
near the present-day campus of South 
Puget Sound Community College. A 

Figure 1. Route map of the tram railway terminating at Ellis Cove. Base map from 
the U.S. Geological Survey (https://apps.nationalmap.gov/viewer/ : accessed Feb-
ruary 24, 2020). Image by the author. 
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path followed by the tram. However, 
conclusive proof for this route cannot 
be given. Foster, Ellis, and Brown 
were all involved in this venture. By 
1874, Foster and Ellis, operating as 
Foster & Ellis, began buying forest 
land and timber rights in the region 
northeast of Olympia.13 There, Ellis 
Cove and Ellis Creek took their names 
from one of the partners. It is unclear 

when logging started on those proper-
ties; possibly, the harvest commenced 
using a skid road (a road along which 
logs are skidded or hauled). Just when 
the tram railway was installed has not 
been determined.  
 
A deed dated March 1, 1881 records 
that George H. Foster and Isaac Chase 
Ellis, doing business then as G. H. 
Foster & Company, sold to Amos 
Brown, for $14,000, all rights and ti-
tles to timber claims, camps, camp 
fixtures, teams, boom-chains, and 
franchises belonging to the logging 
business of G. H. Foster & Company, 
which operated on the east side of 
Budd Inlet. The property included 30 

oxen, three horses, two double wagons 
and harness, two cars, boom chains, 
camp and camp fixtures. More specifi-
cally, the sale included all rights-of-
way, franchises, privileges, and rights 
to cut timber and remove timber or 
logs that had been conveyed to Foster 
& Ellis from J. R. Patterson, George A. 
L. Agnew, D. R. and A. E. Bridges, Os-
car M. Fuller, B. F. Corliss, George F. 
Whitworth, Jane Galiher, Marshall 
Blinn, Edmund Rogers, C. (Crowell) H. 
Sylvester, Thomas Prather, and John 
D. Judson. Although “two cars” are 
mentioned, the document does not 

specifically mention a railroad.14  
 
In a separate document signed the 
same day and recorded March 4, 
1881, Brown signed over his interest 
in the above mentioned real and per-
sonal property, franchises and rights-
of-way, to the Port Blakely Mill Com-
pany.15 Clearly, he was acting in some 
fashion as a broker for a transaction 

between Foster & Ellis and the mill 
company. Brown’s apparent benefit in 
performing that function was clarified 
by an article that appears in the Feb-
ruary 4, 1882 Olympia Transcript. It 
mentions that Brown was operating a 
2.5-mile road “near the C.H. Sylvester 
place on South Bay Road, running 
logs to the bay.” Cars were pulled by 
horses and donkeys.  
 
On June 2, 1882, Amos Brown sold 
additional land, timber rights, and 
franchises in the area where the tram 
railway operated, to the Port Blakely 
Mill Company. Another document dat-
ed the same day seems to clarify the 
papers signed March 4, 1881. Therein, 

Brown reiterates the conveyance of 
several items to the Port Blakely Mill 
Company. But the list differs signifi-
cantly in that it includes the tram rail-
way: “44 oxen, 3 horses, sundry tools, 
buildings at the camp, roads, bridges, 
dam, railroad, 2 cars at camp, 1 car at 
Mud Bay, 2 wagons, supplies at camp, 
supplies in warehouse, at Olympia, 
feed and hay, chains, ropes, harness, 
saddles.”16  
 
Further insight into the nature of the 
tram railway is preserved at the Lacey 
Museum. The museum has docu-
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ments obtained by Denise Keegan at 
the time she recorded an oral history 
given by Elizabeth Ayer, who resided 

at Panorama City. Elizabeth was a 
granddaughter of Ike Ellis. The date of 
the interview is not recorded; the data 
was transcribed by Lanny Weaver. An 
undated and unidentified newspaper 
clipping was reviewed by Keegan and 
transcribed by Weaver: “How many 
Olympians, I wonder, have seen the 
‘cob-house’ bridge which supports a 
section of I. C. Ellis’ skid road? It is 
nearly a mile from the terminus of the 
road. Built of huge logs, grown white 
with age, it rises like a ghostly trestle, 
eighty feet from the bed of the ravine. 
The big trees, two or three feet in di-

ameter, are laid criss-cross, precisely 
as children build houses with corn 
cobs, and completely fill the ravine 

from top to bottom and from side to 
side. One would hardly think that 
such a structure could settle or be 
crushed but it is so. Mule trains, lad-
en with giants of the forest, daily pass-
ing over the eight-foot track, so de-
press it in the middle that at long in-
tervals a new layer of logs must be 
added, and the track raised. Marks of 
the old roadways thus overlaid show 
the total depression during the fifteen 
years of its existence to have been five 
or six feet.” This statement suggests 
that the article may have been pub-
lished between 1890 and 1895.  

Bridge on the Ellis Cove tram railway, near South Bay, circa 1885. Photograph 
C1986.8.7, courtesy of Washington State Historical Museum.   
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DAR ground imaging. None of the 
maps consulted from that era show 
the line.  
 
The right-of-way visible in Figure 1 
seems plausible after reviewing a vari-
ety of facts. Figure 2 represents the 
properties controlled by operators of 
the tram railway. It is drawn on part 
of a 1909 map. That no right-of-way 

deeds were filed for the tram road 
(which would certainly assist in locat-
ing the grade) is partially explained by 
the fact that much of the land through 
which it passed was owned by the op-
erators of the tram.  
 
It is reasonable to suspect that any 
survey used for the tram road would 
have followed the shortest feasible 

A photograph in the collection of the 
Washington State Historical Society is 
identified: “Created ca. 1885,” “South 
Bay, W. T.”17 It seems compatible with 
the “cob-bridge.” Precisely where this 
image was made has not been estab-
lished with certainty. One possible site 
is the place where the tram railway 
must have necessarily crossed 
Woodard Creek. That spot would have 

been relatively close to the South Bay 
community. On the other hand, the 
Elizabeth Ayer newspaper clipping 
suggests that the bridge was less than 
a mile from the terminal at Ellis Cove. 
If that is correct, then a logical site 
would be at a position immediately 
east of the intersection of Ames Road 
and Gull Harbor Road. There, the 
right-of-way would have crossed a 
deep  rav ine , 
which is occupied 
by a stream that 
empties into Ellis 
Creek.  
 
There are several 
reasons why a 

precise location 
for the tram rail-
way has been 
challenging to de-
termine. It ap-
pears that little, if 
any, grading of 
the right-of-way 
was done. Few 
convincing telltale 
features can be 
found by review-
ing available aeri-
al photographs 
and modern Li-

Figure 2. Timberland controlled by the Ellis Cove tram opera-
tors is shown as shaded areas over a 1909 base map, The 
County Engineer’s New Road Map of Thurston County 

Washington. 
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 route (regarding ad-
verse grades) between 
the community of 
South Bay and Ellis 
Cove. It likely would 
have crossed Woodard 
Creek at a place where 
a bridge or trestle 
would be as short as 
possible.  

 
Between Gull Harbor 
Road and East Bay 
Drive, near the western 
end of the line, it 
seems logical that the 
tram railway followed, 
in general, the path 
now occupied by Ames 
Road. About 1890, the 
Portland & Puget Sound Railroad lo-
cated part of its surveyed (but unoper-
ated) right-of-way there; that path was 
appropriated subsequently for con-
struction of Ames Road. Figure 3 is 
part of a survey map archived at 
Thurston County Roads and Trans-
portation Services. Visible is the inter-

section of Ames Road and Gull Harbor 
Road. Today, that intersection is ap-
proximately 100 feet east of its former 
location. The current Gull Harbor 
Road, at the intersection, appears to 
have been elevated when it was rebuilt 
and straightened. Immediately east of 
that intersection, a shelf is visible. It is 
at a significantly lower level than Gull 
Harbor Road. The shelf may represent 
the grade used by the tram.  
 
West of East Bay Drive, the tram’s 
right-of-way generally follows a trail in 
Priest Point Park. There, it traverses 

relatively flat terrain. That trail leads 
to a promontory overlooking Ellis 
Cove. The author’s diagram displaying 
these features is presented in Figure 4 
which is part of a map produced by 
the City of Olympia. From the prom-
ontory, a chute or incline must have 
been employed to transfer logs down 

to water level in the cove.  
 
Near the east end of the line, in Sec-
tion 6, Township 18 North, Range 1 
West, a small length of likely grade 
can still be found as an elevated 
causeway across a wetland. The grade 
is located on private property immedi-
ately west of the residence at 3139 
South Bay Road.  
 
Shaded areas in Figure 2 identify tim-
berland controlled by the tram opera-
tors. It is logical to question how tim-
ber from the southerly portion of these 

Figure 3. Survey of Ames Road courtesy of Thurston 
County Roads & Transportation Services. 
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properties was 
transported to Ellis 
Cove .  T imber 
deeds for the vari-
ous parcels identi-
fied in the March 
1, 1881 document 
(mentioned above) 
ind i cate  that 
Woodard Creek 

was dammed, pos-
sibly in several lo-
cations. This al-
lowed logs to be 
transported north 
by water, to the 
tram railway. Per-
mission to erect 
dams was granted 
in the Crowell H. 
Sylvester Donation 
Claim18 and far-
ther south, in Sec-
tion 17 of Town-
ship 18 North, 
Range 1 West.19  
 
By the latter part 

of 1884, the timber 
tributary to the 
tram railway had 
mostly been ex-
hausted. A Sep-
tember 17, 1884 
document20 reveals 
that, for $10,000, 
the Port Blakely 
Mill Company sold 
(back) to Ike Ellis 
the rights and title 
to everything relat-
ed to a logging 
business near 

Figure 4. Author’s diagram showing the tram railway within 
Priest Point Park. Base map from Thurston County Parks 
and Recreation Department (accessed April 20, 2021). 

In 2021, Henry Hollweger stands on the west end of the 
causeway off South Bay Road. Hollweger provided a tour of 
the area. Photograph by author.  
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 Olympia. Those assets consisted of 44 
oxen, three horses, sundry tools, 
buildings at the camp, roads, bridges, 
dam, railroad, two cars at the camp 
and one car at Mud Bay, two wagons, 
supplies at camp and in warehouse at 
Olympia, feed, hay, chains, ropes, har-
ness, and saddles.  
 
THE OLYMPIA & MT. RAINIER RAILROAD 

 
Ellis planned to use these assets for 
construction of his Olympia & Mt. 
Rainier Railroad. Ellis also acquired 
recycled track material from a tram 
railroad previously built by James 
McIntosh and subsequently owned by 
the Tacoma Mill Company.21 That 
tram had been used to transport tim-
ber between Hewitt Lake and Tum-
water. The terminal for McIntosh’s 
tram had been on Budd Inlet, immedi-
ately north of the place where later, 
the first Olympia Brewery building 
would be constructed.22  
 
Ellis began buying timberland, water 
impoundment rights, and rights-of-
way for this new endeavor in 1883. On 
April 10, he was granted the right to 
flood most of the southeast quarter of 
Section 18, Township 18 North, Range 
1 West.23 Water would be impounded 
by a dam across a creek south of that 
property. A right-of-way for a part of 
his logging railroad was also granted 
through the south part of the desig-
nated parcel; it was supposed to reach 
a landing on the east side of the re-
sulting pond. That grade would have 
travelled north from the area immedi-
ately northeast of today’s Pacific Ave-
nue interchange with Interstate 5.  

In March 1884, Ellis bought Samuel 
Ward’s wharf and warehouse near 
downtown Olympia.24 Those properties 
were described in a deed as “abutting 
on Fourth Street [now Avenue] imme-
diately on the east side of the channel, 
by the drawbridge and adjoining the 
wharf and warehouse of the said Ellis 
on the west.” One right-of-way needed 
for construction of the Olympia & Mt. 

Rainier Railroad was leased May 28, 
1884.25 It allowed passage through 
several blocks of Swan’s Addition to 
Olympia. Two additional leases were 
signed that same month. The first al-
lowed the railroad to cross the William 
Ayers Donation Claim; the second per-
mitted passage over what became, in 
1889, Wilson’s Addition to Olympia. 
After grading of the right-of-way be-
gan, it became necessary to lease an-
other small parcel in Swan’s Addition; 
thus, the northeast portion of Block 
59 was secured in September 1884.26   
 
The May 28, 1884 lease reveals that 
Ellis was not the first logger to use 
this newly secured right-of-way. In 
that document, James Pattison grant-
ed Ellis “a right-of-way upon and over 
that certain skid logging road built by 
Dan Varner, so far as the same runs 
over and through Blocks 51, 52 and 
71 of Swan’s Addition to the Town of 
Olympia.” Previously, Varner had used 
the skid road to harvest timber in the 
Moxlie Donation Claim. Figure 5 dis-
plays the timberland controlled by El-
lis and presumed to have been har-
vested via the Olympia & Mt. Rainier 
Railroad. Figure 6 shows the terminal 
of the line on the East Waterway as it 
appeared on an 1894 map of Olympia. 
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Above: Figure 5.  Timberland 
accessed by the Olympia & 
Mt. Rainier Railroad is shad-
ed over a 1909 base map, 
The County Engineer’s New 
Road Map of Thurston 
County Washington.  
 
Left: Figure 6.  East Water-
way terminal of the Olympia 
& Mt. Rainier Railroad, data 
added by author. Base im-
age from Olympia Harbor, 
Puget Sound, first published 
in 1876, this version pub-
lished in June 1894; courte-
sy of Washington State Digi-
tal Archives.  
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Figure 7 is a map made by the author 
showing the entire railroad.  
 
The Ayers interview mentioned above 
suggests that initially, the Olympia & 
Mt. Rainier Railroad was powered by 
oxen: “And he (Ellis) had this logging 
railroad that he built out to Chambers 
Lake and he ran the railroad right 
down into the lake. Then he floated 
the logs onto the cars and then pulled 
them out by oxen power and took 
them to the top of the hill and turned 
the cars loose down to the Union 
dump and [then] they hauled them 

back up [to Chamber’s Lake].” This 
form of power is confirmed by an arti-

cle in the June 12, 1885 Tacoma 
News: “I. Ellis, putting logs into the 
bay at Olympia, operates with cars 
drawn by mules and running on iron 
rails. He works about 50 men, and 
puts in some 55,000 feet daily. Logs 
come to Tacoma Mill Company.” Mules 
continued to be used at Chambers 
Lake, as reported in the May 17, 1889 
Washington Standard: “Quite a 
smashup occurred on Ellis’ logging 
railroad on Thursday. A five-span 

Figure 7. Author’s route map of the Olympia & Mt. Rainier Railroad. Base map from 
U.S. Geological Survey Topographical Map of the Olympia Quadrangle. 

Olympia & Mt. 

Rainier Railroad 
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mule team was hauling two cars up 
the incline at Chambers Lake, when a 
coupling broke and back went the cars 
down into the lake, logs and all. One 
car was badly smashed and both sank 
in ten feet of water. The cars were 
fished out yesterday. No one was 
hurt.”  
 
The January 30, 1885 edition of the 

Washington Standard suggests that 
the railroad used a locomotive on at 
least some part of the line. “Mr. Ellis’ 
railway logging camp is in full working 
order and every day the ears of our 
citizens are greeted by the blast from 
the locomotive whistle as the train 
comes thundering down the declivity 

to the mouth of Moxley’s [sic] Creek, 
where, at high tide, the logs are rolled 
into the water.” However, no other 
source has been found to confirm the 
use of such an engine. The 1888 edi-

tion of The Official Railway List lists 
the Olympia & Mt. Rainier Railroad 
with three miles of 97-inch gauge 

track. Poor’s Manual of Railroads, Edi-
tions of 1889 and 1890, note that the 
railroad was operating eight miles of 
track using steel rails with a gauge of 
eight feet, one inch. It owned four log 
cars. A locomotive was not mentioned 
in any of those publications.  
 
Logging Railroads of the West, by Kra-
mer Adams, reports that the Olympia 
& Mt. Rainier Railroad operated until 
1890. That year, the Northern Pacific 
Railroad constructed its line into 
Olympia. That right-of-way intersected 
the logging railroad at a significantly 
different grade. Ellis may not have had 
enough unharvested timber remaining 

to justify the cost of building a bridge 
over the new Northern Pacific line.  
 
FOSTER’S PERCIVAL CREEK RAILROAD 

 
Just when George H. Foster construct-
ed his second Thurston County rail-
road, in the region of Percival Creek, is 
unclear. Figure 8 is the author’s map 
presenting important features of that 

enterprise. The railroad deposited logs 
at a dump on the west side of Budd 
Inlet. Its southern terminal was at a 
place known as Camp #2, in the 
northeast quarter of the southeast 
quarter of Section 28, Township 18 
North, Range 2 West. Of possible sig-
nificance is the fact that Ben Turner 
had also contemplated logging in this 
area, for he had acquired that same 
property in 1881.27 Foster was actively 
logging along Percival Creek on Janu-
ary 30, 1883, when he bought timber 
rights in the southwest quarter of Sec-
tion 28.  
 
In a deed recorded July 14, 1883, Fos-
ter transferred a large portfolio of as-

sets to Charles Hanson, the owner of 
the Tacoma Mill Company. Included 
were Foster’s Logging Camp #1 (at 
Bush Prairie) and Camp #2, which 
was also the place where logs were 
transferred to the Percival Creek line 
from a skid road belonging to Foster. 
The railroad was on the west side of 
Percival Creek, while the skid road ter-
minated opposite the camp, on the 
east side of the creek. At Camp #2 
were two rail cars for log transport 
and 2,000 ties. In addition, there were 
“1,000,000 board feet of saw logs in 
the water at Budd Inlet, opposite 
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Olympia.”28 A restatement of several of 
these items is found in a document 
dated May 8, 1884.29 It mentions that 
Camp #2 was the location of “One 
draft locomotive now used by Foster in 
the transport of logs and timber from 
lands owned by Charles Hanson to the 
west shore of Budd Inlet.”  
 
Another deed dated April 14, 1884 
gives an account of the Percival Creek 
railroad about a year after the Tacoma 
Mill Company bought it. Therein, 
Charles Hanson sold a large number 
of personal properties and selected 

railroad spurs to his mill company. 
The list included timber on the north-
east and southwest quarters, and the 
west half of the southeast quarter of 
the previously-mentioned Section 28. 
The document also describes the Per-
cival Creek line: “Also another railroad 
commencing at Budd Inlet between 
Tumwater and Olympia, south of Per-
cival Creek, running west from there 
one and three sevenths miles, and ter-
minating in the northeast quarter of 
the southeast quarter of Section 28, T 
18 N, R 2 W; also the graded roadbed 
of a length of about four seventh-miles 

Figure 8. Author’s map of Foster’s Percival Creek Railroad. Base map from U.S. Ge-
ological Survey Topographical Map of the Olympia Quadrangle, 1937. 
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for a projected railroad not yet built 
but intended as an extension of the 
above railroad.  Also, about one and 
one quarter-miles of skid road former-
ly used by George Foster in conjunc-
tion with his logging camp situated in 
Section 28.”30   
 
It must be noted that page 115 of 
Gone, But Not Forgotten, Abandoned 
Railroads of Thurston County, Wash-
ington states that a right-of-way locat-
ed at 2549 Chapparel Drive was part 
of the mainline of a railroad that exist-
ed after 1885, the Black Lake & Sher-
man Valley Railroad. However, further 
examination of the data suggests that, 
in fact, the right-of-way found there 
was the graded, but not yet operating 
branch of Foster’s Percival Creek rail-
road mentioned above, in the April 14, 
1884 deed.  
 
At some time in 1885, the Percival 
Creek railroad was no longer being 
used. Benjamin B. Turner made a 
successful attempt to wrest control of 
that right-of-way from the Tacoma 

Mill Company. Turner wished to use 
this pre-existing grade as part of his 
Black Lake & Sherman Valley Rail-
road, which soon would reach as far 
west as Black Lake.  
 

FOSTER’S BUSH PRAIRIE RAILROAD 
 
Perhaps Foster’s biggest venture into 
railroad logging took place at Bush 
Prairie, south of Tumwater. The Au-
gust 6, 1881 Olympia Transcript re-
ports: “Large Sale of Timber and Log-
ging Camps-We understand that Ben-
jamin Turner sold on Thursday, to 

George H. Foster and the Tacoma Mill 
Company, all of his logging camps and 
timberlands and timber in this vicini-
ty. The price paid is said to be 
$12,000. This includes several hun-
dred acres of timber along the railroad 
[the Olympia & Chehalis Valley Rail-
road], his camp, oxen and all logging 
fixtures, the four logging cars, his old 
camp and timberland east of Tum-
water, and the Warbass tract. The 
new firm will enlarge and continue the 
business as formerly. Two new logging 
cars will be added to the railroad line, 
making six in all, when it is expected 
that fifty thousand feet of logs will be 
brought out daily to tidewater.”  
 

The February 4, 1882 Olympia Tran-
script narrates: “The Olympia and 
Tenino road brings out cars one and a 
half miles, from the Deschutes River 
to the road, and then runs to this bay, 
five miles further. This is the well-
known camp belonging to George Fos-
ter, who also employs a large force in 
cutting and barking the logs, and a 
number of teams in hauling the logs 
to the line of the railroad. Mr. Foster 
has a large body of fine timber in the 
region of his camp, sufficient to keep 
him for several years employed in the 
business.” By April 1884, the railroad 
had reached as far east as Section 17 
of Township 17 North, Range 1 West.  
 
Figure 9 is a map showing Foster’s 
Bush Prairie railroad. It was a narrow-
gauge line, similar to the Olympia & 
Chehalis Valley Railroad, making it 
possible to haul loaded log cars all the 
way to a log dump on Budd Inlet. 
Camp #1 of this operation was sited in 
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 the southwest quarter of the north-
west quarter of Section 18, Township 
17 North, Range 1 West.31 The railroad 
probably had been abandoned by 
1890, for there is no evidence that it 
was converted to standard-gauge that 
year, when the Port Townsend South-
ern Railroad took over the Olympia & 
Chehalis Valley Railroad and widened 
its gauge.  

 
THE BLACK LAKE &  

SHERMAN VALLEY RAILROAD 
 
By sometime in 1885, the Tacoma Mill 
Company had finished logging the tim-

ber obtained from George H. Foster, 
near Percival Creek. The railroad 
grade used in that operation was no 
longer used and its ownership had ap-
parently reverted to the various prior 
grantors of the right-of-way. Benjamin 
Turner was able to secure that right- 
of-way and integrate it into his Black 
Lake & Sherman Valley Railroad 
which, later that year, was completed 

as far as the eastern shore of Black 
Lake. Turner was also able to lease 
the Tacoma Mill Company’s log dump 
at Percival Point. His long-range plan 
was to extend his line to the Sherman 
Valley, southwest of Black Lake. But 

Figure 9. Author’s map of Foster’s Bush Prairie Railroad. Base map from U.S. Geo-
logical Survey Topographical Map of the Chehalis Quadrangle, 1916. 
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under Turner’s ownership, the enter-
prise failed to turn a profit and the 
railroad never was lengthened beyond 
the lake.  
 
Early on, Turner experienced a cash-
flow crisis. In a series of mortgages in 
January, July, and September 1886, 
he mortgaged the entire logging opera-
tion, including the railroad between 

Percival Cove and Black Lake, to the 
Port Blakely Mill Company.32 Those 
documents describe the Black Lake & 
Sherman Valley Railroad as 3.25 miles 
long, beginning at Budd Inlet in Sec-
tion 22, Township 18, Range 2 West, 
and terminating on the shore of Black 
Lake, in Section 31. Lot 4 of Section 
31 is the only part of Section 31 situ-
ated on the east side of Black Lake; 
therefore, it is the likely site of that 
terminal. Turner had purchased that 
lot from the Northern Pacific Railroad 
Land Company in September 1883.33 
However, Turner (without permission) 
built his railroad across Lots 1, 2 and 
3 of Section 32 (to which he did not 
hold title) in order to reach the termi-

nal at the lake.34  
 
This resulted in several lawsuits which 
continued to be adjudicated even after 
Turner lost control of the Black Lake 
& Sherman Valley Railroad. The first 
was heard on July 5, 1887.35 Therein, 
the heirs of Samuel Scott claimed that 
they were the rightful owners of Lot 4 
in Section 31, and Lots 1, 2 and 3 in 
Section 32, all of which were in Town-
ship 18 North, Range 2 West. The dec-
laration went on to say that “on or 
about the first day of May 1885 [the 
defendant] has constructed, main-

tained and operated upon and over 
the [above-described property] . . . his 
said railroad, and built . . . [three] roll-
ways for logs . . . at points distant 
from one another–two on the west side 
of the said lake and one on the north 
end thereof–and many skid roads and 
logging roads, radiating from said roll-
ways . . . That on 8 September 1886, 
these plaintiffs commenced . . . an ac-

tion against said defendant to recover 
from him damages for his cutting . . . 
of such fir timber . . . in Lots 1, 2 and 
3 and the south half of the southwest 
quarter of Section 31, all in Township 
18 North, of Range 2 West [also sever-
al other parcels of property] . . . on the 
18th day of June 1887, these plaintiffs 
obtained judgment in said action 
against said defendant for $1,000 
damages . . . which judgment is still in 
force, unreversed, and unsatisfied.” 
 
The judgement handed down in that 
court case resulted in an order re-
straining Turner from cutting any tim-
ber whatsoever at Black Lake. John 
DeTiere was appointed receiver for the 

assets of Turner. He submitted a final 
receiver’s report March 31, 1888. 
DeTiere noted that on July 1, 1887, he 
had made a contract with the Port 
Blakely Mill Company such that the 
mill company was allowed to carry out 
logging on Turner properties, to which 
it still held a mortgage. In addition, 
DeTiere leased the logging railroad to 
the mill company. The right-of-way 
was “out of repair” and required $713 
to put it “in fair running order.”36  
 
After the receiver completed his work 
in March 1888, several details still re-
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 quired attention. On April 
24, 1888, Turner deeded 
to William Renton (who 
owned the Port Blakely 
Mill Company) the real 
estate previously mort-
gaged to the mill compa-
ny, as well as the 3.25-
mile railroad.37 A floating 
camp was included in the 

deed. It was located on a 
scow moored in Black 
Lake. The sale price was 
$1, suggesting that the 
document was made for 
the purpose of clarifying 
ownership of the proper-
ties. To further reinforce 
this, Turner changed the 
name of the Black Lake & 
Sherman Valley Railroad, 
while incorporating it (for 
the first time) on May 28, 
1888. The new name was 
the Olympia, Black River, 
and Chehalis Railroad 
Company. The line was 
then formally sold to Ren-

ton on June 1, 1888.38 
Renton sent Sol Simpson to Olympia 
to look after Port Blakely interests 
while logging operations at Black Lake 
were winding down. Logging to the Salt 
Chuck, by Peter J. Replinger, reports 
that Simpson wrote to Renton on June 
3, 1888, “Took possession of Black 
Lake Camp and railroad on June 1st. 
Put J. A. Cole in charge. Track very 
rough. Will take two to three hundred 
dollars to put in shape to operate the 
balance of the season.” Replinger 
notes that on September 19, 1888, 
Simpson notified Renton that he had 

“Discharged men in camp on lake on 
the 16th.” Thereafter, the railroad was 
removed.  
 
Further insight into the location of 
this railroad, southwest of the log 
chute and a right-of-way leased from 
S. W. Percival, is found in a lease dat-
ed June 18, 1885.39 Therein, Turner 
obtained permission from Charles 
Billings allowing him to use a right-of-
way over the Alanson Warren Dona-
tion Claim, in Sections 22 and 27 of 
Township 18 North, Range 2 West. 

Figure 10. Author’s route map of the Black Lake & 
Sherman Valley Railroad. Turner-owned timberland 
is shaded. 1909 base map, The County Engineer’s 
New Road Map of Thurston County Washington. 
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The lease specifies that Turner’s track 
was “to be constructed on or about the 
same line occupied by the road hereto-
fore constructed over the said tract of 
land by George H. Foster.”  
 
South of the Warren Donation Claim, 
and Foster’s abandoned logging camp 
#2, one questions why Turner chose 
not to follow Foster’s pre-existing 

grade in the western half of Section 
28. That right-of-way had been used 
to harvest Tacoma Mill Company tim-
ber. In theory, it should have been 
possible to extend it to Black Lake, if 
title to it could be secured. But, south 
of Foster’s old camp, Turner decided 
to build his railroad over more chal-
lenging terrain. Perhaps he had the 
notion that later, a branch line could 
be constructed to timberland he con-
trolled in Section 33, and farther 
south, in Section 4, Township 17 
North, Range 2 West. Figure 10 illus-
trates some of the parcels controlled 
by Turner. The path of a possible skid 
road reaching Section 33 is visible.  
 

A petition obtained from Thurston 
County Roads and Transportation Ser-
vices helps locate Turner’s grade far-
ther southwest, in the south-central 
part of Section 28. Continuing study 
of this document has led to a revised 
opinion about the location of the Black 
Lake & Sherman Valley Railroad in 
this vicinity. The updated configura-
tion differs from the one presented in 
Gone, But Not Forgotten, Abandoned 
Railroads of Thurston County, Wash-
ington. The petition was a request by 
W. L. Sapp and is dated October 7, 
1898. Sapp and some of his neighbors 

desired to have a survey made for a 
road approximately 0.75-mile long 
“commencing at a point on the Sapp 
Road near the Benj. Turner R. Road 
trestle and running north on half sec-
tion line [of Section 28], to intersect 
the county road direct from Tumwater 
to Mud Bay.”   
 
The survey was never made and that 

road was not built, but it seems clear 
that the “point on the Sapp Road near 
the Benj. Turner R. Road trestle” must 
have been immediately east of the in-
tersection between Sapp Road SW and 
R. W. Johnson Boulevard. That area is 
precisely on the center line of Section 
28. Sometime after 1969, Sapp Road 
was rebuilt in that locale. Now, it 
passes directly over a ravine, crossing 
the ravine on an area of fill. A present-
day artist’s conception shows the tres-
tle as it would have appeared from the 
modern position of Sapp Road. The 
view is somewhat east of true north.   
 
Although the identity of the earliest 
locomotive to operate over Turner’s 

railroad remains unknown, a later 
one, Engine #3, still exists and has 
achieved relative fame. Built in 1870 
by Smith & Porter for the Northern Pa-
cific Railroad, it was designated #302 
on that line. Turner acquired it in Feb-
ruary 1886 and renumbered it as #3. 
With the rest of Turner’s assets, it be-
came the property of the Port Blakely 
Mill Company in 1888, where it con-
tinued to operate as #3. The accompa-
nying drawing shows the locomotive 
as it would have appeared while oper-
ating on Turner’s railroad.  
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In 1895, the engine was sold to Polson 
Brothers Logging Company of 
Hoquiam, Washington, where it was 
renumbered as #1 and was in service 
until 1928. Subsequently, it was re-
purchased by the Northern Pacific 
Railroad and restored to its original 
speci f icat ions .  Re -named the 
“Minnetonka,” the engine was exhibit-
ed at the 1939 World’s Fair in New 
York City. Today it is on display at the 
Lake Superior Museum of Transporta-
tion in Duluth, Minnesota.  
 

The year 1890 marked the end of an 
era when individual businessmen like 
Foster, Ellis, Brown, and Turner could 
build a personal logging empire in 
Thurston County. The local timber in-
dustry continued to thrive after that 
time. But as the 19th Century came to 
an end, the logging industry was con-
trolled more and more by large corpo-
rate interests.  

__________ 
 

 
 
 

The Turner trestle near Sapp Road. Artist’s concept by Carol B. Hannum. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In early 1854, the Territory of Wash-
ington was still in its infancy. The new 
government’s officials had a multitude 
of issues to contend with and a host of 
plans to make. What they did not fore-
see, however, was that someone would 
embezzle a good chunk of the territori-
al budget, a “grade-A financial catas-
trophe . . . which would have rated 
front-page crime headlines today.”1 

 

The crime itself was fairly well docu-
mented but almost entirely unreported 
at the time. Twenty years later, the 
affair resurfaced with hardly any doc-
umentation, yet it spawned headlines 
across the country—with bizarre 
twists. Familiar people cropped up in 
strange places or were mistaken for 
others. “Facts” were warped, exagger-
ated, or fabricated out of whole cloth, 
whether by the embezzler himself, an 
accomplice, or reporters in their frenzy 
for a sensational story. And to this 
day, the affair remains shrouded in a 
web of lies, interwoven with a few 
threads of truth. 

 

CAST OF CHARACTERS 

 

Henry V. Colter (often spelled Coul-
ter), a man plagued by dishonesty, 

guilt, alcoholism, and possible mental 
illness 

 

John G. Parker Jr., an honorable 
man and the biggest loser in the Col-
ter affair 

 

THREADS OF TRUTH: 
THE HENRY COLTER AFFAIR 

  
 Karen L. Johnson  

Captain John G. Parker, Olympia, no 
date. University of Washington Librar-
ies, Special Collections Division: 
McMicken Family Photograph Collec-

tion. PH Coll 498.38.  
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Charles H. Mason, the first secretary 
of the fledgling Washington Territory 

 

Edward Horatio Parker, John G.’s 
brother, often confused with him in 
news articles  

 

George W. Dent, a California mer-
chant, and brother-in-law of U.S. 
President Ulysses S. Grant 

 

Charles W. Jessup, an innocent by-
stander caught up in a nasty business  

W. W. Knowlton and José Ramirez, 
products of a fevered imagination or 
part of an elaborate ruse 

 

Isabella Colter Petrie Fleming, sister 
of Henry Colter 

 

A NEW TERRITORY 

 

On March 2, 1853, the United States 
government formally created the 
Washington Territory out of the north-
ern portion of the Oregon Territory. 
Isaac Ingalls Stevens arrived in Olym-
pia on November 25 to take on the role 
of governor, and quickly proclaimed 
Olympia as the capital city. He also 
called for a Territorial Legislature to be 
elected on January 30, 1854; the 
elected officials were to assemble on 
February 27.2 

 

Along with the new governor came 
$20,000 from the U.S. Congress in the 
form of bank drafts. The funds were 
meant to cover the costs associated 
with establishing a new government: 

territorial seals, blank books for rec-
ord-keeping, services of a prosecuting 
attorney, and a small salary ($3 per 
day) and travel expenses for each leg-
islator, among other things. In 1853, 
$20,000 was a good deal of money 
(although it equates to not even 
$600,000 in today’s economy, a paltry 
sum for funding an entire govern-
ment).  

 

Charles H. Mason was appointed as 
the territory’s first secretary, and as 
such had charge of the finances and 
much else. One of his first duties was 

Charles Mason, first secretary of Wash-
ington Territory. Charles H. Mason, 
1848-1859, State Library Photograph 
Collection, Washington State Archives, 
Digital Archives (http://www.digital 
archives.wa.gov : accessed May 6, 
2021). 
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 express service. In 1851, Parker was 
ordered west to San Francisco (his 
brother Edward Horatio Parker was 
already an independent merchant in 
that city). Two years later, Parker was 
commissioned by Mills & Vantine “to 
proceed to Olympia W.T. for the pur-
pose of closing up or settling the af-
fairs of a trading post in which the 
firm had some interest, carried on by 

Wright & Coulter [sic] of Olympia. . . . 
Having reason to believe that Wright & 
Coulter were not necessarily insolvent, 
but that they had been making mon-
ey, [Parker] availed himself of the al-
ternative of buying out the interest of 
his employers on time, and the firm of 
Parker Coulter & Co. succeeded 
Wright & Coulter.”7     

 

 

finding a place in which to convene 
the legislature. Olympia at that time 
consisted of a very few buildings and a 
great many tree stumps. One of Olym-
pia’s earliest pioneers, Edmund Syl-
vester, had constructed a frame build-
ing in 1852; by the time Mason was 
searching for a meeting place, Sylvest-
er had added a second story to his 
building. The ground floor was occu-

pied by the firm of Parker Colter & 
Company, but the second story was 
available, and thus became the home 
of the first territorial legislature.3 

 

HENRY COLTER AND JOHN PARKER 

 

Henry V. Colter was born in New Jer-
sey around 1831, to Henry and Mar-
garet McDonald Colter.4 In 1850, 
young Colter headed to the San Fran-
cisco area and went to work for James 
Vantine, a family acquaintance. 
Through Vantine, he met the Dent 
brothers—their sister Julia was mar-
ried to Ulysses S. Grant—and entered 
their employ in the small town of 
Knights Ferry, California.5 In 1853, 
bankrolled by the firm of Mills & Van-
tine, Colter and his business partner 
Wright (first name unknown) travelled 
north to establish a small mercantile 
business in Olympia.6 (The Dent 
brothers, James Vantine, and Luther 
Mills seem to have had a fairly fluid 
business arrangement, partnering and 
re-partnering over time.) 

 

Meanwhile, in Michigan, John G. Par-
ker Jr. (born in Ontario in 1829) was 
employed by Gregory’s Express Com-
pany, which offered a coast-to-coast 

Parker & Colter building, shown in di-
lapidated condition around 1902. The 
first territorial legislature met on the 
second floor. Photograph by William P. 
Romans and Asahel Curtis. Photo-
graph 1943.42.1402, courtesy of 
Washington State Historical Society. 
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By January 1854, Parker had paid off 
Mills & Vantine, and so the firm of 
Parker Colter & Co. dropped the “& 
Co.” and became simply Parker & Col-
ter.8  

 

The U.S. mails were reliably unreliable 
in those days, often taking weeks or 
even months to travel between far-
flung post offices in the West. So in 
addition to their general mercantile 
business, Parker and Colter started an 
express service to Portland and Cali-
fornia, carrying packages and mail, 
and offering banking services. Colter 
usually made the horseback ride be-
tween Olympia and Portland, while 
Parker tended to the mercantile.9 This 
express business, although much fast-
er and more dependable than the offi-
cial mail, became their downfall. 

 

THE CRIME 

 

On March 2, 1854, Territorial Secre-
tary Charles Mason asked John Par-
ker to advance him $1,500 for legisla-
tive expenses; Parker did so. On 
March 7, Mason handed Parker two 
U.S. Treasury bank drafts worth 
$3,000 each (representing 30% of the 
federal appropriation). The express of-
fice did not have enough cash on hand 
to fulfill Mason’s request, so Colter 
headed south on horseback to cash 
the drafts in Portland.10 The round 
trip should have taken only a few 
days. But Colter never returned.  

 

As the days passed, Parker and Mason 
must have run through a gamut of es-
calating emotions: slight concern, wor-

Top: current map of downtown Olym-
pia, north is at top. The star denotes 
the approximate location of the Parker 
and Colter building in the center of the 
block between today’s Olympia Center 
and the Olympia Transit Center. Map 
courtesy of the Olympia Historical Soci-
ety and Bigelow House Museum. 
 
Above: advertisement from Olympia’s 
Pioneer and Democrat newspaper, pro-
moting Parker & Colter’s Express busi-
ness. Parker & Colter connected with 
Adams & Company Express, a busi-
ness organized in California in 1850 
and serving the Pacific Coast. Pioneer 
and Democrat, March 4, 1854, page 3.  
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 ry, consternation, panic. Did Colter 
meet with an accident on the way to or 
from Portland? Was he robbed? Was 
he dead? Where was the money? 

Where was the money?? 

 

With no answers forthcoming, and no 
Colter forthcoming either, Parker final-
ly ran a notice in Olympia’s Pioneer 

and Democrat newspaper: 

 

“I take occasion to inform the public, 
that the continued absence of Henry 
Colter, my partner, cannot at present 
be satisfactorily explained. But, 
thanking my friends for their patron-
age heretofore, I crave their further 
indulgence by asking a suspension of 
opinion, until the facts are definitely 
ascertained, of which the public will 
be at once apprised. I stand ready, 
however, to satisfy all who may be in-
terested in the security and certainty 
of our express. John G. Parker, Jr. of 
Parker & Colter’s Express.”11 

 

That carefully worded notice was the 
first, and practically only, public refer-
ence to the crime. But no doubt the 
rumor mill was grinding away in 
Olympia. 

 

A week later, Parker had accepted that 
Colter was not going to return, so he 
ran a second item in the paper: 

 

“NOTICE. The co-partnership hereto-
fore existing under the style of PAR-
KER & COLTER, is this day dissolved. 
All demands against the firm will 
please be presented for payment. The 
business will hereafter be conducted 

by JOHN G. PARKER, Jr.”12 

 

Parker was already out the $1,500 
which he had advanced Mason. Feel-
ing morally responsible for his part-
ner’s absence and the missing money, 
Parker dredged up another $2,500 to-
ward the budget deficit. This cleaned 
out Parker’s savings, and left Mason to 
voluntarily assume the remaining 
$2,000 of the $6,000 missing.  

 

The territorial legislators studied the 
affair and were “well satisfied that no 
blame can in any respect be attributed 
to the Secretary of the territory, as the 
mode adopted for the transmission to 
this place of funds from Portland, Ore-
gon territory, was the one used by 
prudent business men in this section 
of country, and one in which all, up to 
the period of this unfortunate affair, 
had the fullest confidence.”13 Having 
recognized the financial hardship im-
posed upon Mason, the legislators 
sent a memorial to the U.S. Congress, 
asking that body to “reimburse the 
fund appropriated to defray the pay 
and mileage of members of the legisla-
tive assembly and the contingent ex-
penses thereof, the amount fraudu-
lently taken from said fund by Henry 
V. Colter, and to relieve Charles H. 
Mason, secretary of said Territory, 
from his liability therefor, two thou-
sand dollars . . .”14 

 

In October 1854, Elisha Whittlesey, 
First Comptroller of the U.S. Treasury, 
advised Mason by letter that the U.S. 
Congress had approved appropriation 
of the $2,000.15  
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AFTERMATH FOR PARKER 

 

Parker later wrote that Colter had 
gone off with “[Parker’s] and other peo-
ples money; and [I] ‘got broke’ in the 
express business.”16 For a time, 
though, he continued the mercantile 
business, having built a new store on 
the corner of Main and Third Streets 
in late 1854.17 But the loss of the 
$4,000 dogged Parker and his store. 
So he began operating steamboats on 
the Sound—his father and uncles had 
long been steamboat captains in east-
ern Canada—and even obtained a 
short-term U.S. mail contract, trying 
to bolster his income.  

 

In January 1856, the territorial legis-
lators sent another memorial to the 
U.S. Congress, at last addressing 
Parker’s financial hardship:  

 

“Your memorialists would further re-
spectfully represent, that the diversion 
of the four thousand dollars from the 
legitimate business of the said Parker 
to pay the said secretary, has com-
pelled the said Parker to abandon his 
occupation, that of merchandizing, 
and has operated as a serious hard-
ship about him and upon his creditors 
residing in San Francisco. Your me-
morialists, witnessing with much sat-
isfaction the appropriation of two 
thousand dollars on the 4th of August, 
1854, to relieve the said secretary of 
his responsibility, and to reimburse 
the said fund, believe that the inter-
ests of the said Parker and of his cred-
itors should, with those of Mr. Secre-
tary Mason, receive an equal degree of 

consideration at the hands of the gov-
ernment; and they deem it but just 
that an appropriation should be made 
of the sum of four thousand dollars to 
reimburse the said John G. Parker, jr. 

[sic], for the loss he has sustained, 
which your memorialists respectfully 
pray your honorable body to grant.”18 

 

The memorial made its way through 
the House of Representatives and was 
referred to the Committee of Claims.19 

However, there is no evidence that the 
bill made it out of committee. In a let-
ter from 1874, Parker’s father wrote 
that he thought his son’s claim on the 
money was “good . . . with interest”,20 

implying that the government had 
never authorized any financial relief 
for Parker. (The $4,000 amounts to 
nearly $117,000 in today’s money.) 

 

Parker married Jane Logan Hays in 
April 1854. In 1856, they removed to 
San Francisco, where Parker joined 
his brother Horatio in the wholesale 
grocery business. After ten years in 
California, the family returned to 
Olympia, where Parker once again 
took up steamboating and became a 
respected captain on the waters of Pu-
get Sound.21  

 

COLTER REAPPEARS 

 

Precisely what Colter did with the 
money is still a matter of conjecture, 
and will be discussed later in this arti-
cle. But he briefly returned to the East 
Coast in early 1855.  

 

In a letter from John Parker Sr. (father 
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 of Colter’s partner, John Parker Jr.) to 
another son, Parker Sr. mentions a 
visit from Colter in 1855: “Coulter lost 
the money & came to N.Y. & I took 
down his statement in writing.”22  

 

Colter’s visit to the East was corrobo-
rated by a statement made by his sis-
ter, Isabella Colter Petrie Fleming: 
“Some seven or eight months after [the 
embezzlement], in February, 1855, my 
brother returned to New York, in the 

steamship North Star. . . . He re-
mained with me only four weeks . . .”23  

 

Why was Colter not arrested for em-
bezzlement at this time? True, he had 
disappeared for a while, but in early 
1855, his whereabouts were known. 
Did he convince Parker Sr. of his inno-
cence, and did that story make its way 
back to Olympia and preclude any 
prosecution? Did the Washington Ter-
ritory officials decide to bury the entire 
problem, especially since they had 
been at least partially reimbursed by 
the federal government? One also 
needs to consider the laws in effect in 
Washington Territory at the time of 
Colter’s crime. The statute of limita-
tions for most crimes (murder being 
the primary exception) was one year: 
the prosecution of Colter would have 
had to commence within one year of 
the embezzlement.24 Perhaps Colter 
just bided his time until he was safe 
from prosecution. 

 

IN THE ARMY 

 

Colter’s sister Isabella Fleming 
claimed her brother “feared being ar-

rested by his partner, Mr. Parker”; 
nevertheless Colter returned to Cali-
fornia in early 1855, his trip apparent-
ly financed by Fleming’s husband.25 

On April 16, Colter enlisted in Compa-
ny E, 1st Regiment, US Dragoons at 
San Francisco. Company E spent 
some time in California and then 
transferred to Fort Walla Walla. Colter 
suffered a back injury and also con-

tracted catarrh (a chronic inflamma-
tion of the throat and sinuses); these 
problems were severe enough to war-
rant his honorable discharge at Walla 
Walla on October 19, 1857.26 

 

Colter must not have had the stolen 
money at this time—otherwise, why 
enlist in the army, which was a rather 
dismal occupation? If Colter had the 
funds, he should have been living high 
on the hog. 

 

Colter disappeared from records for a 
few years, but in 1860, he was listed 
in the San Francisco city directory: he 
was living in a boarding house, and 
working as a merchant with his old 
boss, James Vantine.27 So even 
though Colter had absconded with or 
otherwise “lost” the territorial money, 
Vantine thought well enough of him to 
employ him again. 

 

On April 7, 1862, Colter re-entered the 
army in Company K, 4th Regiment, 
California Infantry. His unit served at 
various locations in the state, and his 
enlistment expired on April 7, 1865. 
Two months later, he re-enlisted at 
Angel Island, serving in Company D, 
2nd Regiment, US Artillery. He left the 
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army for good at San Jose on June 29, 
1868, having always been a private.28 

 

Military records give us a glimpse of 
Colter’s physical appearance: just 5 
feet 4 inches tall, with gray eyes and a 
fair complexion. He was a Roman 
Catholic. And after his military career, 
he disappeared—again.  

 

OH, WHAT A TANGLED WEB 

 

Twenty years after Colter’s original 
disappearance from Olympia, an intri-
guing advertisement appeared in the 

San Francisco Chronicle:  

“INFORMATION WANTED IMMEDI-
ATELY of the whereabouts of HENRY 

COULTER, or COLTER, who, in the 
years 1850-51-52, was with the firm 
of Dent, Vantine & Co., at Knight’s 
Ferry, and afterwards at Olympia, 
W.T. In 1854 he was defrauded out of 
a large sum of money by a party who 
fled to South America. This man died 
recently, leaving an estate valued at 
over $200,000 entirely to Colter, by 
way of reparation. Please address AT-
TORNEY, this office.”29  

 

Thus began a sensation that put Col-
ter in headlines across the country. 

One of Henry Colter’s records from a veterans home, detailing his service and do-
mestic history. United States National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 1866-
1938 (https://familysearch.org : accessed May 25, 2021). 
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 The Chronicle ran a lengthy story on 
July 27, 1874, explaining the circum-
stances behind the unusual notice 
asking for Colter’s whereabouts. Ac-
cording to this article, Colter and a 
young man named Charles Jessup 
were friends, and Colter “entrusted to 
his [Jessup’s] care a package contain-
ing $4,800, to be delivered to Mr. Par-
ker [Edward Horatio Parker] of the 

house in this city. Jessup, instead of 
delivering the money, suffered himself 
to be led into temptation, and fled 
with it to South America, where all 
trace of him was lost. . . . It now turns 
out that Jessup, on the strength of his 
stolen capital, accumulated an im-
mense fortune in South America, and 
some years ago returned to his native 
place, Westfield, Mass., to spend the 
remainder of his days. A short time 
ago he died, and left to his former 
friend whom he robbed, or his heirs, if 
there be any, a clean $200,000. 
Among his papers after his death was 
found the following certificate: 

 

“ ‘In June, 1854, I received from Mr. 
Colter, of the firm of Parker & Colter, a 
package of gold coin, $4,800, more or 
less, which I pledged my word and 
honor to transmit or deliver to E. H. 
Parker, San Francisco, and whatever 
injury has resulted I alone am guilty 
and bear the blame. Colter could not 
help himself at the time. I write this to 
exonerate my friend and relieve my 
conscience on a sick bed. CHAS. 
JESSUP, of Westfield, Mass.’ 

 

“The administrators of Mr. Jessup’s 
estate sent a statement of the case to 
a lawyer of this city, with directions to 

have him find Mr. Colter, or his heirs, 
if he be dead, and with that view he 
inserted the advertisement referred to. 
A Chronicle man on Saturday sought 
out the attorney and asked what luck 
he had had. 

 

“ ‘Well,’ he said, laughingly, ‘I can find 
traces of any quantity of Henry Col-
ters. They are just now as thick as 
blackberries.’ ”30 

 

Several days later, another advertise-
ment appeared in the Chronicle: “To 
Whom It May Concern. Cosmopolitan 
Hotel, July 30th. Editor Chronicle—‘I 
was dead, but am alive again. I was 
lost, but am found.’ Any one interest-
ed in the affair published in your issue 
of Monday will find me here every 
evening. Letters on business must be 
addressed to W. W. Knowlton, care of 
A. L. Bancroft & Co. (Original) HENRY 
COLTER, Of Knight’s Ferry and Olym-
pia.”31 

 

And so the “original” Henry Colter ap-
peared to claim his legacy, a good deal 
of celebrity, and no doubt any number 
of free lunches. He had been doing 
chores for a meager living at a hotel in 
Watsonville, California.32 

 

But after the news of Colter’s great 
luck was trumpeted in papers across 
the country, the story began to fall 
apart.  

 

Colter’s alleged attorney, W. W. Knowl-
ton, reportedly embarked on a two-
week business trip to Oregon. “In the 
meantime he told Colter to prepare 



 

  

 34 

proofs of his identity. Colter got his 
former partner, J. G. [Parker] to come 
down from Olympia, and collected oth-
er evidence, and is fully prepared to 
show that he is the Henry Colter ad-
vertised for. Nothing has been heard 
from the lawyer since his departure for 
Oregon, and Colter is becoming un-
easy, and [Parker] anxious to return to 
Olympia. Colter is at present working 

for Bancroft to earn money for current 
expenses.”33  

 

Parker had indeed come down to San 
Francisco to investigate Colter’s sto-
ry34 and no doubt recognized his old 
business partner. Colter’s former em-
ployer and now U.S. customs official, 
George W. Dent, also identified Colter 
as the genuine article.35 But if Knowl-
ton actually was an attorney in San 
Francisco, why would he have asked 
messages to be sent to his care first at 
the Chronicle office and then at Ban-
croft’s (well-known bookseller and sta-
tioner)? Why not direct messages 
straight to his law office? Another 
news item provided an answer.  

 

On August 26, Olympia’s Puget Sound 
Daily Courier ran the following: “From 
a private letter from San Francisco, 
dated August 19th, which may be re-
lied upon, we learn the following: ‘The 
Colter bubble has burst. Nothing in it. 
A sensational fraud invented by Col-
ter, and an accomplice for what rea-
son has not yet been determined. 
There is no such person as W. W. 
Knowlton, who as attorney, started the 
advertisements to learn the wherea-
bouts of Henry Colter.’ ”36 Indeed, a 

search through San Francisco busi-
ness directories of the time period 
found no attorneys named Knowlton.  

 

Perhaps Knowlton—or at least the 
surname—was a thread of truth. In 
late August, a New York reporter lo-
cated and interviewed a Stephen 
Knowlton, merchant, of Brooklyn, New 
York. This Knowlton claimed to have 
financed Colter’s first trip to Califor-
nia: “When the California gold fever 

George Wrenshall Dent, former employ-
er of Colter, who identified Colter in 
1874. Andy Hall, “Sale of Government 
Property,” Dead Confederates, A Civil 
War Era Blog (https://deadcon 
federates.com/2019/02/27/sale-of-
government-property/ : accessed May 

20, 2021).  

https://deadconfederates.com/2019/02/27/sale-of-government-property/
https://deadconfederates.com/2019/02/27/sale-of-government-property/
https://deadconfederates.com/2019/02/27/sale-of-government-property/
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 broke out, I fitted him out and sent 
him there to seek his fortune. He fell 
in with a relative of mine, a Mr. Van-
tine, who was then in business with 
John and Louis Dent. General Grant 
married their sister. I had advanced 
the firm several thousands of dollars, 
and through my letter of recommenda-
tion young Colter was quickly placed 
in a good way to make money.”37 A 

search of genealogical records verified 
that Stephen Knowlton’s sister Eliza 
was indeed married to James Vantine. 
So another slim thread of truth was 
interwoven among the vast amount of 
misinformation otherwise contained in 
the news.  

 

Just a few days later, the San Francis-
co Bulletin noted, “. . . an Olympia 
gentleman, who was specially interest-
ed in the original financial transac-
tion, wrote to friends in New York for 
particulars of the affair. An investiga-
tion led to the discovery that no per-
son of the name mentioned [Jessup] in 
connection with Colter’s good luck had 
died in the locality mentioned and left 
a fortune. Since then the Olympia gen-
tleman has visited [San Francisco] and 
made some inquiries about the mat-
ter. He is satisfied that the story is 
without foundation.”38 The Olympia 
gentleman was obviously John G. Par-
ker, who very probably wrote the pri-
vate letter quoted previously. Olym-
pia’s Washington Standard published 
the same information, adding, “The 
most amusing feature of the affair is 
the wild goose-chase it has put 
[Parker] to, in looking [Colter] up to 
share his good fortune.”39 

 

Meantime, other newspapers were still 
touting Colter’s good luck, and attrib-
uting many civic-minded activities to 
the fortunate man. The Watsonville 
paper claimed Colter was “going to do-
nate water works to Watsonville, erect 
a public fountain, grade some of the 
streets and advance money for the 
completion of the narrow gauge rail-
road to that place.”40 The same paper 

also upped the legacy to $500,000. 

 

But now that Knowlton’s existence 
had been debunked (a role likely 
played by an accomplice of Colter’s) 
and the whole story was in danger of 
collapsing, another “credible” source 
had to be conjured up to keep the 
yarn alive. Enter one José Ramirez of 
Bolivia.  

 

In early September, the San Francisco 
Bulletin offered a recap of the affair 
and introduced Ramirez. “Senor 
Remirez says that he is the bearer of 
the papers from Bolivia, South Ameri-
ca, to this country, conveying infor-
mation of the windfall, and, being also 
an administrator of the estate in-
volved, he feels that his statements 
should be respected. His narrative is 
about like this: In 1854 a man named 
Jessup was intrusted [sic] with 
$4,800, for firms in Olympia, by Henry 
Colter of this city. Jessup did not 
reach Olympia from the fact that he 
took a different direction and engaged 
in business in Chile and Peru. Fortune 
smiled on Jessup and he became 
wealthy. Some months since he left 
his business to visit his boyhood home 
in Westfield, Mass., where his father 
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owns and manages a paper factory. 
During his trip he contracted the fever 
at Panama and soon after arriving 
there he died. The company in which 
Jessup was interested prospered in a 
remarkable degree. One of the parties, 
who possessed Jessup’s secret of Col-
ter’s money, died soon after Jessup. 
The latter willed property to the value 
of $218,700 to Henry Colter of Olym-

pia, formerly of Knight’s Ferry, or his 
heirs. Senor Remirez says that the 
public have been misled by the fact 
that there are four persons who claim 
to be the Henry Colter. But the Henry 
Colter identified by George W. Dent of 
the Custom-house in this city, and 
who is now engaged at the book-store 
of A. L. Bancroft & Co., is the person 
the administrators are after. A Mr. 
Knowlton was delegated to investigate 
the matter by Colter’s New York 
friends, and he went to Washington 
Territory and thence to Chile, to in-
quire into the state of affairs. But 
Knowlton has no authority from the 
administrators.”41 

 

The day after the above item appeared, 

the San Francisco Chronicle printed a 
further communiqué from Ramirez: 
“To the Editor of the Chronicle — Sir: 
There have been so many things said 
about Colter’s windfall, both pro and 
con, in the papers that I deem it my 
duty (as bearer of the dispatch from 
Chile, via New York, containing the 
intelligence) to state that the property 
left to one Henry Colter is situated in 
Chile and Bolivia, and not in Massa-
chusetts, and the man who be-
queathed it to him was a partner in 
the company when Jessup invested 

his money. Jessup died twenty years 
ago in Westfield, Mass., and his father 
manufactured paper there then—and 
may be there still. I have kept quietly 
observing the various actions of cer-
tain parties in this matter, and am 
convinced that the Colter who turned 
up in Watsonville is the bona fide be-
ing. There is an injunction of secrecy 
on the whole affair for the present. 

Nought can be done in the matter un-
til next May, 1875, when the whole 
business will be settled by the compa-
ny, and if Colter can live through it till 
then will take a trip himself to his es-
tate. No power of attorney or second 
person can act in this case, but Colter 
must act for himself, and until next 
May he will hear no more from me. 
This is the truth of the whole matter. 
Parties have been knocking at the 
wrong door for information. The thing 
had to be worked up in this way. Mr. 
Dent’s identification of Colter was suf-
ficient for Mr. Knowlton, who left for 
South America three weeks ago. JOSE 
RAMIREZ, Of Bolivia and New York.”42  

 

José Ramirez was probably as fictional 
as W. W. Knowlton. 

 

Legal representatives of Charles 
Jessup firmly stated their position in a 

letter to the Weekly Alta California.  

 

“Editors Alta: We have seen an article 
in the newspapers credited to the San 
Francisco papers, stating, with consid-
erable particularity, a story that one 
Henry Coulter, then of Olympia, W.T., 
in 1854, was defrauded of a large sum 
of money by one Charles Jessup, who 
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 fled with the money to South America, 
there accumulated an immense for-
tune, and, some years ago, returned  
to Westfield, Mass., where he died a 
short time since and left to said Coul-
ter, or his heirs, two hundred thou-
sand dollars; and also containing a 
certificate, purporting to have been 
signed by said Jessup, found among 
his papers after his death, in which he 

acknowledged his guilt, and that the 
Administrators of Mr. Jessup’s estate 
had sent a statement of the case to a 
lawyer in San Francisco, with direc-
tions to have him find Mr. Coulter, or 
his heirs. 

 

“Charles A. Jessup died in Westfield, 
Mass., in September, 1872, leaving an 
estate of about $200,000 [over $4 mil-
lion today], and a last will, which was 
duly probated and is on file in the Pro-
bate office in Springfield, Mass., by 
which the bulk of his property was be-
queathed to his widow and children 
and about $40,000 to various benevo-
lent objects and societies, and in 
which the subscribers were named as 
executors, and they were appointed by 
the Probate Court as executors and 
have acted in that capacity. Soon after 
Mr. Jessup’s death we opened and ex-
amined a private box belonging to 
him, which contained his bonds, notes 
and other valuable papers, and  which 
was kept in the vault of the First Na-
tional Bank of Westfield for safe keep-
ing, and also examined all his papers, 
left at his private dwelling house, and 
no such certificate as the one referred 
to in said article, signed by Charles 
Jessup, nor any other paper or memo-
randum referring to Henry Coulter, or 

to any similar transaction to the one 
mentioned in the said pretended cer-
tificate, either directly or indirectly, 
was then or has since been found 
among his papers, or anywhere else, 
and we have every reason to believe 
that no such genuine certificate ever 
existed. 

 

“Nor has any paper referring to said 
Coulter in any respect, either directly 
or indirectly, been found, seen or 
heard of by us, nor does said will con-
tain any legacy, or make any refer-
ence, to said Coulter.  

 

“Mr. Charles A. Jessup was born in 
Richmond, Mass., in 1806, and resid-
ed in Westfield, Mass., for more than 
fifty years prior to his death, and was 
never in his lifetime, to the knowledge 
of his acquaintances or relatives, in 
Olympia, California, South America or 
any place on the Pacific Coast. Mr. 
Jessup, at his death and for many 
years prior thereto, had held im-
portant offices of trust in various insti-
tutions in Westfield, Massachusetts, 
and had always maintained an un-
blemished reputation for honesty and 
integrity, and his property, as all his 
acquaintances in Westfield know, was 
acquired in legitimate business pur-
suits in said Westfield. 

 

“We never sent any statement of the 
pretended case to any lawyer, or any 
other person, in San Francisco or any-
where else, with directions to find Mr. 
Coulter or his heirs, or take any action 
whatever in regard to any such mat-
ter. 
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“The statements contained in said ar-
ticle, so far as they refer to us person-
ally, and to our connection with said 
estate of said Jessup, we know to be 
utterly without foundation, and so far 
as they relate to or concern said 
Jessup or his estate, we have reason 
to believe them equally so. 

 

“Milton B. Whitney, Henry Hooker. 

“Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 
county of Hampden—ss: Subscribed 
and sworn to this sixteenth day of 
September, A. D. 1874, before me. 

“J. R. Dunbar, Justice of the Peace.”43 

 

The executors’ claims about the case 
are corroborated by the elder Jessup’s 
obituary and will.44 Charles A. Jessup 
had never visited the Pacific Coast, 
and his will never mentioned Colter at 
all. 

 

But Colter had an immediate come-
back to that missive: “Editors Alta: I 
have read the article—‘Colter-Jessup 
case’—relating to me, and I wish to 
inform you and the public that it is a 
case of mistaken identity, so far as 
Charles A. Jessup is concerned. The 
person implicated in my affair was the 
son of the above-named, and his son’s 
name was Charles W. Jessup. He was 
Clerk in the San Francisco Post Office 
in 1853-4, and there are responsible 
parties in this city who remember the 
trip he took to South America, in the 

ship Spitfire, and, furthermore, his 
aged mother informed my lawyer that 
he arrived home (in Westfield, Mass.) 
in ill health and died that same year. 

“The money which C. W. Jessup left in 

South America with some company is 
the legacy in question, and has no 
connection whatever with the 
$200,000 that the old man Jessup left 
when he died. 

 

“Yours truly, Henry Colter 

“San Francisco, September 28th, 
1874”45 

 

Charles W. Jessup’s employment with 
the San Francisco Post Office, and his 

journey on the ship Spitfire, could not 
be verified in any modern records. But 
Colter’s identification of Jessup was 
corroborated by another source in a 
lengthy article appearing in papers a 
few days later. 

 

THE REAL STORY? 

 

Perhaps the most intriguing and be-
lievable version of the Colter-Jessup 

affair was published in the Weekly Al-
ta California on October 3, 1874. 
Headlined “Colter’s Fortune,” the arti-
cle contained an interview with Walter 
Arey,46 son of Captain John W. Arey 

who commanded the ship Spitfire:47 

 

“In the spring of 1854—probably in 
the latter part of March—the ship Spit-
fire, Captain Arey, father of our in-
formant, was lying on Broadway wharf 
[at San Francisco] ready to sail for 
Callao [Peru].48 The morning she was 
to sail, a small boat, containing a 
man, hauled alongside. The passen-
ger, in complete disguise—loose coat, 
turned up at the collar, slouched hat, 
green goggles, etc.—went aboard and 
asked to be taken as a passenger for 
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Callao. The favor was granted, and the 
price of fifty dollars paid. Shortly after 
the ship weighed anchor and put to 
sea. After the pilot left the deck the 
strange passenger took off his dis-
guise, and gave the name of Philip 
Colter. There was a mysterious and 
moody air about him which the crew 
and officers were at a loss to divine. 
Often he was seen to lean upon the 
rail and go into a brown study for 
hours at a time. The Captain more 
than once observed that there was 

something wrong with the stranger. 
When the vessel was nearing Callao, 
Colter approached the only other pas-
senger on board, one Charles Jessup, 
who had taken passage to return 
home via Cape Horn, and desired to 
make of him a confidant. He assured 
Jessup that he (Colter) had  

 

“GROSSLY WRONGED parties in San 
Francisco by cheating them out of 
$5000, and he, becoming conscience-
stricken, had concluded to return it; 
he wished Jessup to induce Captain 
Arey to take charge of the money, and 

at the first favorable opportunity take 
it back to the owner, E. H. Parker, a 
former partner of Colter. It seems the 
latter [Colter] had been attending the 
firm’s business at Olympia, and hav-
ing accumulated the amount, had 
come down here with the intention of 
returning it; but the temptation to 
steal it overcame him when he saw the 
good opportunity of escaping on the 

Spitfire. The Captain would not take 
the money, and at length Jessup was 
induced to become custodian, and 
vouched for its safe return. At Callao 
Colter again assumed his disguise and 
went ashore. The ship continued to 
Pisco, where she lay for a long time. 
There Jessup went ashore and whiled 
away the monotonous time. One day 
while associated with some of the cat-
tle drovers who were accustomed to 
supply ships visiting that port with 
meat, he was induced by them to visit  

 

“THEIR RANCH IN THE MOUNTAINS. 
This he willingly did, having plenty of 
time and no engagement to prevent. 
After having been away several days, 
and no one on board knowing of his 
whereabouts, word was brought from 
Pisco that one of the men from the 
Spitfire was lying at the point of death 
in a hut up the mountains, a hundred 
miles from the port. Captain Arey im-
mediately concluded it was Jessup, 
and engaged a number of peons to go 
after and bring him back. This they 
faithfully performed, having slung a 
hammock between two mules, in 
which the invalid might travel with 
comparative comfort. When he 
reached shipboard once again, Dr. 
Flinn, of the United States Navy, and 

Scale model of clipper ship Spitfire. Im-
age courtesy of Larry Lannan. 
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who was then in that port, waited on 
Jessup, and gave it as his opinion that  

 

 “THE PATIENT HAD BEEN POI-
SONED. The latter admitted that at 
the ranch he had indulged freely with 
his hosts, one day, and from that oc-
casion remembered but little, save the 
fact that he had been robbed of the 
money which he had carried about his 
waist, a canvas belt made in the ship. 
He gradually recovered and wrote to 
his father in Westfield, Massachusetts, 
stating his weak condition 
and asking that he be 
permitted to return to 
New York by way of Pana-
ma, Capt. Arey in a post-
script corroborating the 
contents. In the course of 
a few weeks a letter and 
money order were re-
ceived and Jessup taking 
passage in one of the 
small coasters running 
from Pisco was taken to 
Panama and thence went 
to New York and home to 
Westfield. . . the gentle-
man furnishing these de-
tails is satisfied they are 
true, as he was an observ-
er of most of the events 
that are related.”49 

 

Arey’s recollection has the 
ring of truth about it. He 
had nothing to gain by 
making up such an elabo-
rate story. And Colter 
probably never imagined 
that twenty years after 

the embezzlement, someone with de-
tailed knowledge of the affair would 
come forward. 

 

AFTERMATH FOR JESSUP 

 

If Walter Arey’s story is to be believed, 
and it certainly sounds more credible 
than other versions, then Charles 
Jessup was not at fault for the loss of 
the money. He was robbed by un-
known persons outside of Pisco, Peru. 
Jessup eventually boarded the steam-

Map of South America. Stars show Pisco, Callao, and 
Aspinwall. Detail from 1881 map of Central and South 
America, H. H. Hardesty, Historical Hand-Atlas Illus-
trated (Chicago: H. H. Hardesty & Co., 1881). Image 

courtesy of the Library of Congress.  
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er North Star in Aspinwall, leaving that 
city on October 3, and arriving in New 
York on October 11. Jessup’s name 

appeared on the North Star’s passen-
ger list for that trip,50 dovetailing with 
Arey’s story. 

 

Jessup reached his family home in 
Massachusetts on October 14, 1854, 
but died just nine days later,51 either 
from Panama fever as his obituary 
stated, or from aftereffects of his poi-
soning in Pisco. He had had no time to 
invest any money or make a fortune in 
South America. 

 

In 1872, the elder Jessup died and left 
an estate of around $200,000 to his 
widow and surviving children. This 
legacy seems to be the basis for Col-
ter’s story, who manipulated the 
“facts” to his advantage in the news.  

 

DEBUNKING COLTER’S STORIES 

 

Shortly after Arey’s interview was pub-
lished, Colter responded with an open 
letter to Mr. Arey. (Underlining, added 
by this author, refers to points of dis-
cussion appearing later.) 

 

“San Francisco, October 7th, 1874 

“Editors Alta: Please publish the fol-
lowing ‘open letter’ to Mr. Arey, your 
contributor: 

“Mr. Arey: I have been patiently await-
ing your explanation, or answer, to my 
open letter published a few days ago. I 
wish again to remind you that I have 
not yet sunk so low that I allow you or 
any other man to carelessly stab my 
fair name, and then slink away. You 
made a statement in which you said, 
‘a temptation to steal a sum of money 
overcame me.’ This has gone before 
the public and my friends, and tends 

Passenger list of North Star, from Aspinwall to New York. Charles Jessup’s name 
is second on this page. New York Passenger Lists, 1820-1891, 20 Sep 1854-16 Oct 

1854 NARA, FamilySearch (https://familysearch.org : accessed June 2, 2021). 

https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:939V-5T9J-NX?cc=1849782&wd=MX62-FNG%3A165780001
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to injure me. After a rest for twenty-
one years, it is a damning charge to 
receive from a stranger. ‘Tis also false 
that I ever swindled any one out of 
money in San Francisco in 1854; the 
funds were our own, and the adven-
ture to South America was the affair of 
Parker & Colter only. Another thing, I 
was always called Philip, or ‘Phil,’ by 
my own partner and friends. You must 

‘come out and explain.’ You will learn 
this time that ashes always fly back in 
the face of him who throws them. I 
purpose giving this $218,000 story to 
the public in a book soon. 

 

“Henry Colter, 

“Of the firm of Parker & Colter, Puget 
Sound.”52 

 

Did the funds belong to Parker & 
Colter? No. Colter carried the govern-
mental bank drafts to Portland in or-
der to exchange them for cash, which 
should have then been returned to 
Secretary Charles Mason to fund the 
new territorial government. If the 
funds had belonged to the express 
business, there would have been no 
hubbub over the “loss” and Mason 
and Parker certainly would have never 
allowed the territorial legislature to 
ask Congress to reimburse them for 
the stolen money. 

 

Was the South American adventure 
known to the firm of Parker & Col-
ter? No. Directly after the embezzle-
ment, Parker was unable to explain 
Colter’s absence and ran a newspaper 
ad stating so. And as late as 1878, 
when reminiscing about early days in 

Olympia, Parker wrote: “Coulter [sic] 
went off with $8000 of [my] and other 
peoples money; and [I] ‘got broke’ in 
the express business.”  

 

Was the sum in question really 
$218,000? This number grew in the 
telling; what started as $200,000 be-
came $218,000, then $250,000, and 
finally $500,000.  

 

Did Colter write a book about the 
affair? There is no evidence that Col-
ter ever wrote such a book. 

 

In an interview with the San Francisco 
Chronicle, Colter again made several 
statements that can be easily de-
bunked:  

 

“In answer to a question as to how he 
first lost the money, Colter said that 
he was bringing the cash ($4,800), 
which belonged to his firm, or rather it 
belonged to other parties, though they 
were responsible for it, from Olympia 
to this city [San Francisco]. Jessup 
and another man, whose name he has 
forgotten, left in the same steamer 
with him from Olympia—the steamer 

America. On the way Colter says he 
got on a terrible spree, and while in 
that condition gave the money to 
Jessup to carry to Mr. Parker. He did 
this, he says, because he did not want 
Parker to see him in the state he was 
in. Jessup ran away with the money, 
and that was the last he ever heard of 
him until last Wednesday. Ruined in 
pocket and bankrupt in character, 
Colter turned over the business to his 
partner and became a wanderer. He 
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 did a little of everything. He became a 
guide for a surveying party of the Pa-
cific Railway, guiding at one time Gen-
eral McClellan (then Captain McClel-
lan), who was running a survey across 
the Continent. He then enlisted in the 
army and served thirteen years, being 
discharged last from the Second Artil-
lery. Previous to this, however, he had 
worked for Dent, Vantine & Co. at 

Knight’s Ferry. Dent was brother-in-
law of ‘that man up there,’ said Mr. 
Colter, pointing to a picture of Presi-
dent Grant on the wall, ‘and I’ve seen 
him many a time at Knight’s Ferry. He 
was Captain Grant then, and could 
drink more whisky than I could, and 
that’s saying a good deal, I can tell 
you, for in those days I could punish a 
fearful quantity.’ 

 

“Since his discharge from the army he 
has done a little of everything. He 
worked as a copyist for a year or more 
for A. L. Bancroft & Co. Then he went 
off to the country and worked in hotels 
and acted as a porter in stores, 
blacked boots when he couldn’t get 
anything else to do; in fact, flitted 
about unprofitably and irresponsibly. 
He will remain here until Mr. Knowl-
ton’s return, and will then start for the 
East to look after the property.”53 

 

Did Colter abscond with $4,800? 
No. Colter left Olympia with $6,000 in 
bank drafts. 

 

Was Colter carrying the cash from 
Olympia to San Francisco? No. Col-
ter’s task on leaving Olympia was to 
carry the bank drafts to Portland in 

order to cash them, then return to 
Olympia with the cash for Secretary 
Mason. If Colter had cashed the drafts 
in Portland as planned, he should 
have then immediately returned to 
Olympia. If instead he headed south 
after getting cash in Portland, he was 
already embroiled in embezzlement. 

 

Did Colter and Jessup leave Olym-
pia on the steamer America? There 
is no evidence that Charles Jessup ev-
er resided in or even visited Olympia. 
Furthermore, the steamer America 
never came to Olympia at all—it trav-
eled strictly between San Francisco 
and Portland, its northernmost port of 
call.54 Neither Colter nor Jessup were 
listed as passengers on any south-
bound America trips (Portland to San 
Francisco) that March or April. If 
Jessup was on the America, he would 
have had no reason to travel under an 
alias. Finally, Colter left Olympia on 
horseback, headed to Portland, so 
never got on any ship leaving Olympia.  

 

Did Colter turn over the business to 
his partner Parker? Once Colter ab-
sconded with the funds in March 
1854, he never returned to Olympia, 
and had no further communication 
with Parker—until, that is, in 1874 
when the $200,000 legacy story hit 
the news. From March 1854 on, Par-
ker dealt with the mercantile and ex-
press business by himself. 

 

Did Colter act as a guide for Captain 
McClellan as he claimed? In 1853, 
Isaac Stevens tasked U.S. Army Cap-
tain George B. McClellan with survey-
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ing a route across the Cascade Moun-
tains. After reaching Vancouver, 
Washington Territory, in June 1853, 
and after much procrastination, 
McClellan finally set out on his task 
on July 18. After some desultory ex-
ploration, McClellan returned to Van-
couver in November. He then de-
camped to Olympia to report to Ste-
vens, who sent him on another unwel-

come trip from Steilacoom to 
Snoqualmie Pass. McClellan remained 
in the mountains from December 23 
to January 18, 1854. He spent the 
rest of January and February living 
with Edward Jay Allen in a cabin on 
today’s Cooper Point. Stevens finally 
“fired” McClellan, who gratefully and 
speedily left Washington Territory on 
March 7, 1854, never to return.55  

 

In early 1853, Colter was in California, 
and quite likely did not arrive in Olym-
pia until shortly before he and partner 

Wright ran their first ad in the Colum-
bian on March 19, 1853. During the 
remainder of 1853 and early 1854, 
Colter was probably traveling back 
and forth to Portland and California 
on his and Parker’s mercantile and 
express business. When would he 
have had time to act as a scout for 
McClellan? Additionally, there is no 
evidence that Colter knew anything 
about scouting, or had ever even been 
across the Cascades. And finally, Col-
ter left Olympia on his fateful business 
trip to Portland on the same day that 
McClellan was sent back east. Thus, 
McClellan was not even in Washington 
Territory when Colter claimed to have 
worked for him. 

 

Did Colter know Ulysses S. Grant at 

Knights Ferry? Grant was posted to 
Fort Vancouver in 1852; in 1853, he 
was transferred to Fort Humboldt on 
the northern coast of California. Al-
though serving at Fort Humboldt for 
only six months or so, Grant took oc-
casional trips to visit his brothers-in-
law at Knights Ferry, which was about 
277 miles as the crow flies from Fort 

Humboldt.56 Grant may well have met 
Colter on one or more of those trips, if 
Colter had been visiting Knights Ferry 
at the same time.  

 

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED WITH  
COLTER IN 1854? 

 

Based on all of the possible stories put 
forth in 1874, I believe that the Colter 
timeline is probably as follows: 

 

•In March 1854, Colter leaves Olympia 
on horseback with $6,000 in bank 
drafts, heading to Portland to have 
them cashed. 

•Colter decides to steal the money. 

•After arriving in Portland, Colter 
takes the next available ship south to 
San Francisco; no doubt he uses an 
alias so his true name doesn’t appear 
on the ship’s passenger list. He either 
cashes the drafts in Portland, or cash-
es them on arrival in San Francisco. 

•On March 22, Colter boards the Spit-

fire and proceeds south to Callao. 

•Colter repents of his crime, and asks 
fellow passenger Charles Jessup to 
intercede with the ship’s captain to 
take the stolen funds back to San 
Francisco. 

•Captain Arey refuses to take respon-
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 sibility for the money, so Jessup 
agrees to return it. 

•Colter leaves the ship in Callao and 
returns to the U.S. 

•Jessup is robbed of the money, re-
turns to Massachusetts, and dies 
shortly thereafter. 

•The stolen money is never “invested” 
and turned into a fortune, as Colter 
claims. 

•In early 1855, Colter visits the East 
Coast, then returns to California, and 
continues his life there as detailed 
above. 

•In 1874, for whatever reason, Colter 
spins his web of lies, inserting tiny 
threads of truth: Knowlton, who was 
an actual acquaintance of Colter’s, 
showed up as a fictional attorney; a 
$200,000 legacy was left by the elder 
Jessup in Massachusetts, not the 
young Jessup in California; Edward 
Horatio Parker was often confused 
with his brother John G. Parker in 
news stories, but was a legitimate 
merchant in San Francisco; Colter did 
serve in the U.S. Army, but only on 
the West Coast, so was not in any Civ-
il War battles. 

 

ROUND THE BEND 

 

After the legacy stories died down in 
late 1874, Colter vanished from the 
newspapers. But in September 1879, 

a small item appeared in the Carson 
[Nevada] Daily Appeal: “Henry Colter, 
an alleged insane man was arrested 
yesterday. He is very quiet and tracta-
ble. Up to within a short time ago he 
was working on some of the ranches 
in the valley.”57 

Could this be our Colter? A follow-up 
article provided a clue. 

 

“Henry Colter, an insane man of whom 
nobody knows anything here, was yes-
terday examined before Judge King, by 
Drs. White and Smart, and declared a 
fit subject for treatment at the ayslum 
[sic]. He will be taken to Stockton to-
night by Sheriff Hill. The type of Col-
ter’s insanity is a very mild one, and 
judging from his talk, it was produced 
by an intent study of spiritualism. 
When asked how old he is, he replied, 
1800 years. He speaks of having been 
in heaven, and in a crude manner de-
scribes it as a beautiful place. He stat-
ed to an APPEAL reporter that he is sor-
ry that he was driven out; and when 
asked why he was banished, he stated 
that the angels wanted him to live a 
while longer. He said that he was a 
soldier under Grant, and had been in 
the army 100 years. The greater part 
of the time his mind is absorbed with 
a trunk supposed to contain 
$200,000, which he believes some one 
is trying to steal.”58 

 

Stockton referred to the Insane Asy-
lum of the State of California, the 
state’s first public mental health hos-
pital, established in Stockton in 1851 
and located about 150 miles west of 
Carson, Nevada.  

 

Another article added a further clue: 
“The effects of Henry Colter, the in-
sane man, who was taken to Stockton 
on Sunday night, were examined in 
the Sheriff’s office yesterday. They 
consisted of a lot of letters and pic-
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tures . . . among the [letters was] one 
written in a friendly and familiar man-
ner by George W. Dent, brother-in-law 
of General Grant. The orthography 
and composition of most of the letters 
show that the writers were educated 
people. The pictures among the effects 
are of persons of more than ordinary 
social position. It is evident that Colter 
is well connected, and the above is 

written in the hope that it may reach 
the eye of some one who is interested 
in the unfortunate man’s welfare.”59 

 

The sum of $200,000 is significant 
since that was the amount of the lega-
cy supposedly left to Colter. And who 

but our Colter would have been carry-
ing a personal letter from George 
Dent, who employed Colter in the 
1850s and identified him in 1874?  

 

Records of the Stockton hospital are 
now held at the California State Ar-

chives. Unfortunately, a search there 
failed to turn up Colter’s name—not 
unexpected, since only a smattering of 
the records survive. However, the 
amount of money mentioned and the 
letter from Dent are good circumstan-
tial evidence that this was indeed our 
Colter. And if so, he clearly had not 
inherited a fortune, since he had been 
working on ranches for a living. 

 

Whether Colter suffered from a mental 
illness or from alcoholism is debata-
ble. In the 1800s, alcoholics were of-
ten institutionalized until they “dried 
out.” It is not known when Colter left 
the hospital.  

 

VETERANS HOMES 

 

What Colter did, or where he did it, 
after his stay at the mental hospital is 
unknown. And he again disappeared 
from public records until 1889 when 

he entered a home for disabled sol-
diers.  

 

Officially known as National Homes 
for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, sev-
eral branches were scattered across 
the country. “Veterans were eligible 
for admittance if they were honora-
bly discharged; had served in the 
regular, volunteer, or militia forces 
mustered into federal service; were 
disabled and without support; and 
were unable to earn a living.”60 Resi-
dents were able to check out at their 
own request. 

 

Residents also received a small pen-
sion; Colter first received $12 a 

The Stockton Insane Asylum in Stockton, 
California. Detail from C. P. Cook, 
“Stockton, looking east,” E. A. Crennan & 
Co., 1890, California State Library 
(https://csl.primo.exlibrisgroup.com : ac-
cessed May 25, 2021). 
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 month (about $350 
in today’s dollars), 
which was later in-
creased to $20 a 
month.61  

 

Colter was admitted 
to the Sawtelle Disa-
bled Veterans Home 
in Los Angeles on 
April 19, 1889. In 
September 1891, he 
was discharged at 
his own request.62 
He later resided at 
the homes in Ohio, 
Virginia, and Maine. 
In the summer of 
1904, he voluntarily 
left the Maine facility 
only to return two 
months later; he re-
mained there for an-
other three and a 
half years. What Col-
ter did or where he 
lived in the intervals 
between veterans 
home stays is not known. 

 

In 1908, again at his own request, 
Colter left the Maine veterans home 
and the federal system for good. At 
some point, he moved into a boarding 
house in Newark, New Jersey—this 
became his last residence. 

 

“DEATH BAFFLES SUCCESS” 

 

Colter passed away from unknown 
causes on October 13, 1909.63 One of 
his boarding house roommates found 

a slip of paper with the name and ad-
dress of Colter’s sister, Isabella Flem-
ing, who lived in Flatlands, Long Is-
land, New York. The boarder contacted 
Fleming with news of Colter’s death. 

 

Colter was buried at Fairmount Ceme-
tery in Newark, where a host of other 
Civil War veterans were interred.64 His 
death prompted another round of sen-
sational news stories, which were rid-
dled with more errors than those from 
35 years earlier.  

 

Sawtelle Veterans Home in Los Angeles, circa 1900. Na-
tional Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, Pacific Branch, 
Domiciliary No. 6, Wilshire & Sawtelle Boulevards, Los An-
geles, Los Angeles County, California; photograph HABS 
CAL, 19-LOSAN, 12B-, courtesy of Library of Congress. 
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Tracking down the $200,000 legacy 
now fell to Fleming. Her son-in-law, 
Henry Heins, “engaged in an effort to 
trace up the bequest . . .  and if his 
work is successful, Mrs. Fleming, who 
is over 70 years of age will come into 
the fortune that should have helped to 
brighten the last years of her brother’s 
life.”65 How much time Heins devoted 
to the search is unknown, but he was 

obviously unsuccessful, as is usually 
the case with a wild goose chase. 
Fleming died in 1915, leaving an es-
tate worth about $7,000,66 a nice sum 
in those days but a far cry from Henry 
Colter’s apocryphal $200,000.  

 

COLTER’S LAST APPEARANCE  
IN THE NEWS 

 

Lucile Saunders McDonald (1898-
1992) was a trail-blazing journalist 
and historian who devoted much of 
her considerable talent to telling the 
history of the Pacific Northwest. In 
addition to many other writings, she 
contributed a weekly history column 

to The Seattle Times.67  

 

In a 1954 column titled “Washing-
ton’s First Territorial Secretary,” os-
tensibly about Charles Mason, 
McDonald devoted the bulk of her 
story to the Colter affair. She thor-
oughly covered the background of 
the embezzlement, and related 
“Colter’s version of the story” where-
in an honest Colter entrusted the 
money to a crooked but ultimately 
repentant Charles Jessup. McDon-
ald then explained the “real” story 
according to the Olympia Courier of 

1874: that Colter had embezzled the 
money and fled to the Chincha Islands 
off Peru, became ill, and “overwhelmed 
by pangs of conscience” entrusted the 
money to Jessup, who “pulled Colter’s 
own trick,” stole the money, and par-
layed the ill-gotten funds into a for-
tune.68  

 

Lucile McDonald took the story as far 
as she could, using the information 
available to a researcher in the 1950s. 
With today’s plethora of genealogy and 
newspaper websites, and other rec-
ords available online, we can now sur-
mise that: Colter did indeed steal the 
money; Jessup did not steal it but lost 

Sketch of Henry Colter’s grave in Fair-
mount Cemetery, Newark, New Jersey. His 
headstone was supplied by the U.S. gov-
ernment, as were over a thousand others 
in this large cemetery. Sketch by author. 
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 it to thieves; Jessup did not invest the 
money in South America; and Jessup 
neither made a fortune nor left one to 
Colter. But this still leaves many . . .  

 

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 

 

Colter did return east soon after the 
embezzlement, and told his story to 
John Parker Sr. (father of his ex-
business partner John Parker Jr.). 
Does this speak to his overall honesty, 
or was it merely a ploy to forestall 
prosecution or nasty rumors?  

 

Who but Colter would have known the 
threads of truth woven through the 
web of lies told in 1874? Why did he 
feel the need to concoct such elaborate 
lies two decades after the crime? Men-
tal issues? A mind addled by drink? A 
craving for attention, of any kind?  

 

Why would anyone other than Colter 
have fabricated this story? Who was 
Colter’s accomplice, if indeed he had 
one? Colter seems to be the only one 

who would have benefited from the 
tale, and then only through celebrity, 
the occasional free lunch, or a pipe-
dream of books and lectures.  

 

Over a century and a half later, re-
search has added many facts and 
some educated guesses to the tale, but 
we will probably never know the whole 
truth behind the Henry Colter affair.  
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WHO/WHAT/WHERE IS IT? 

Ruby Bishop is shown here playing the 
piano at Vito’s restaurant and lounge in 
Seattle, January 2015. 
 
Ruby Carol Cogwell was born December 
22, 1919 to Margaret Ann (Carter) and 
James Edward Cogwell on their farm 
near Rochester. One day her brother 
brought home a piano, and Ruby taught 
herself to play. She also danced at state 
fairs, and fronted a twelve-piece band 
called the Centralia Buccaneers. 
 
She attended the University of Washing-
ton for one year—her parents hoped she 
would become a pharmacist—but she 
left school to go into music full time. 
 
She supplemented her music income by 
working as a Boeing mechanic and 
draftsman during World War II, and also 
as a stenographer and beautician. 
 
At some point, Ruby married Alexander 
Bishop, but divorced him in 1968 on 
grounds of cruelty.  
 
In her fifties, Ruby was recruited by the 
U.S. Army to entertain troops in South 
Korea and South Vietnam.  
 
In 1971, Bishop decided to take on a 
new career: cabinetmaking. She stated 
that “women can make a contribution to 
cabinetmaking, particularly in the de-
sign area, ‘because most kitchen cabi-
nets are just some man’s idea of provid-
ing space and putting a door on it.’ ” 
During her time in college, she orga-
nized a benefit auction and concert to 

raise scholarship funds for needy stu-
dents. Bishop eventually graduated 
from the Seattle Community College 
program, and redesigned—and built—
her home kitchen cabinets.  
 
Over the years, Ruby entertained at 
Caston’s Charcoal Broiler, Ivar’s Fifth 
Avenue, Norselander, Spindrift, Bull n’ 
Bear, and other well-known Seattle 
clubs and restaurants.  
 
She hobnobbed with the likes of Louis 
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Cab 
Calloway. In 2015, she was inducted 
into the Seattle Jazz Hall of Fame. Even 
at age 95, Ruby was still playing three 
hours of piano every Sunday night.  
 
She died June 23, 2019 at the age of 99.  
 
 
Sources: Bishop divorce record, Depart-
ment of Health, Divorce Certificates, 
Washington State Archives, Digital Ar-
chives (http://digitalarchives.wa.gov : 
accessed November 4, 2021). Don Dun-
can, “Cabinetmaking singer gives fellow 
students a hand,” Seattle Daily Times, 
January 27, 1971, page 12 (www. 
Genealogybank.com : accessed Novem-
ber 4, 2021). Nicole Brodeur, “Ruby 
Bishop, Seattle jazz artist and queen of 
the keys at Vito’s, dies at 99,” Seattle 
Times, June 27, 2019 (www.seattletimes 
.com : accessed November 4, 2021). Ma-
rianne Hanson, “Ruby Bishop,” Black-
Past.org (https:www.blackpast.org/
african-american-history/bishop-ruby-
1919/ : accessed November 4, 2021).  



 

  

 

WHO/WHAT/WHERE IS IT? 

 

This well-known African-American jazz singer and pianist spent most of her profes-
sional life in Seattle, but she was born in Thurston County. Do you recognize her? See 
inside back cover for more information. Photograph courtesy of Joe Mabel, via Wiki-
media Commons, Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported license.  
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